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Book Reviews
Scarlet Memorial: Tales of Cannibalism in Modem China. By 
Zheng Yi. Trans, and ed. T. P. Sym, with a foreword by Ross 
Terrill. Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1996. 190 pp. + 
index. US$20 (paperback). ISBN: 0813326168.
Known in the West primarily for his novel Old Well (Lao 
jingy and the motion picture by the same title based on that 
work,1 2 Zheng Yi (b. 1947) here turns his hand to a documentary 
study, Hongse jinianbei (Taipei: Huashi Cultural Publishing 
House, 1993). Scarlet Memorial, skillfully presented in English 
by T. P. Sym, is an edited translation of that work.
In the midst of the Cultural Revolution in 1968 the author 
visited Guilin for a scenic respite from the turmoil of the times 
only to find himself in the thick of a civil war then being waged— 
for reasons not entirely clear to anyone—between the Big 
Faction and the Small Faction. Upon his return to Beijing he 
heard that not only had large numbers of people been 
slaughtered in this conflict but that there had been cases of 
cannibalism as well. Scarlet Memorial then is a record of Zheng 
YiJs efforts to document those atrocities on two trips to Guangxi 
in 1986 and again in 1988. His wife, Bei Ming, accompanied him 
both times.
The book has both the strengths and 
weaknesses one might reasonably expect 
from a writer who is both a literary artist and 
an investigative reporter: a highly literate 
and readable style coupled with a disturbing 
tendency to accept anecdotal evidence at 
face value. Nonetheless, the reader comes 
away from the book convinced that during 
the civil war in Guangxi cannibalism did 
occur on what appears to be a staggering 
scale, though the details are not always 
clear.
1 Ably translated into English by David Kwan (San Francisco: 
China Books and Periodicals, 1989).
2 Winner in the Best Feature Film category at the 1987 Tokyo 
film festival.
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Wuxuan County was the focus of Zheng Yi^ investigation. 
Cannibalism was said to have occurred throughout Guangxi 
Province, but Wuxuan county was remarkable due to the actions 
of one of the very few heroes of the period, a senior cadre 
王祖鑒 named Wang Zujian. Wang sent a petition to Beijing informing 
the Central Committee of the Communist Party that acts of 
cannibalism were occurring in Wuxuan County. In the midst of all 
this madness, he was—shades of the loyal Confucian 
minister!—a genuine whistle-blower. To make sure that his report 
would in fact be forwarded to the highest authorities, Wang 
simultaneously sent five letters to various relatives informing 
them of the same atrocities and requesting that they forward the 
letters to some of Wang's friends in the capital who would, in 
turn, make sure that they reached the highest authorities. All five 
周恩來 letters got through. Zhou Enlai is said to have been outraged; in 
歐致富 response to Wang’s accusations，Ou Zhifu, Commander-in-chief 
of the Guangxi Military Region, was immediately dispatched to 
Wuxuan County to investigate. Infuriated at the outrages that 
had occurred，On put an immediate end to the practice. Wang’s 
part in all of this was soon discovered by the local authorities 
and though he paid a political price for his whistle-blowing, he 
did survive the Cultural Revolution (107-108).
Perhaps the most moving moment in his first trip to 
Guangxi occurs when walking abroad one morning among 
people he knows have participated in cannibalism during the 
Cultural Revolution，Zheng Yi thinks back to Lu Xun’s “Diary of a 
Madman." It should be noted that the people in Wuxuan country 
were aware of the author’s purpose in being there. Among them 
on the street that day, there were:
some who gave me understandable smiles, some who gave me 
looks like daggers. But most scary was their careful observation 
of me. It was just like Lu Xun’s description in his ingenious “Diary 
of a Madman”： “When I made my way out the front gate this 
morning—ever so carefully—there was something funny about 
the way the Venerable Old Zhao looked at me: seemed as 
though he was afraid of me and yet, at the same time, looked as 
though he had it in for me. There were seven or eight other 
people who had their heads together whispering about me. They 
were afraid Td see them too! All up and down the street people
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acted the same way. The meanest one of all spread his lips out 
wide and actually smiled at me! A shiver ran from the top of my 
head clear down to the tips of my toes, for I realized that meant 
they already had their henchmen well deployed and ready to 
strike/' Perhaps it was merely an illusion, or perhaps it was not. 
The main character in Lu Xun’s story was a schizophrenic, 
whereas 丨 was a normal person. “Diary of a Madman” was 
fictitious, whereas what had happened in Wuxuan was a bloody 
fact. (108-109)
Readers of Lu Xun are likely to be particularly struck in Zheng 
Yi’s account by a case of cannibalism recorded in the county 
archives during which a woman comes in with her weakened 
son, hoping to get a share [of the human livers being consumed] 
for some medicinal purpose (25-26). Zheng Yi records many 
such acts of unimaginable cruelty and barbarism, crimes for 
which very few were ever arrested and fewer still ever punished. 
After all, the officials reasoned, the Cultural Revolution was long 
since over. Shouldn't everyone simply put it behind them and 
forget it? One is reminded of Lu Xun's frequent attacks on such 
forgetfulness. Perhaps Zheng Yi had this in mind when—as a 
literary man like Lu Xun—he decided to erect a scarlet memorial 
to at least some of the people who had been so cruelly 
slaughtered during the Cultural Revolution so that they not be 
forgotten.
Readers of traditional Chinese fiction are not unfamiliar 
with instances of hearts and livers being torn from the bodies of 
enemies as expressions of sheer rage at the evils committed by 
such enemies or as expressions of loyalty to one’s overlord, or a 
combination thereof. Most of the cases reported in Scarlet 
Memorial seem to have been of this type—but not all. Zheng Yi 
quotes the following from the Annals of the Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution in Wuxuan Country:
On July 10, 1968, a criticism rally was held in front of the 
Shangjiang town hall, Sanli District. During the ensuing chaos, 
Liao Tianlong, Lian Jinfu, Zhong Zhenquan, and Zhong Shaoting 
were beaten to death. Their bodies were stripped of flesh, which 
was taken back to the front of the brigade office to be boiled in 
two big pots. Twenty or th irty  people participated in the 
cannibalism. Right out there in the open, they boiled human
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flesh in front of the local government offices. The impact was 
extremely deleterious. (90, quoted from Annals, Wuxuan County, 
P- 27)
In 1988, accompanied by his wife, Bei Ming again, Zheng 
Yi made a second trip to Guangxi. This time he had a more 
specific purpose in mind: since the Zhuang minority in Guangxi 
was known to have practiced cannibalism in the past, to what 
extent were they a factor in the atrocities that ravaged the 
province during the Cultural Revolution? After retelling some of 
the Zhuang myths that feature cannibalism, Zheng Yi shies away 
from blaming them exclusively. He concludes:
Is Zhuang cu代uire soleVy responsible tor the cannibalism and 
wholesale slaughter that occurred during the Cultural Revolution 
in Guangxi?
I think not. In my opinion, the cause of such an appalling 
crime was probably the interaction of Zhuang culture with Han 
culture. (144)
He then goes on to cite exclusively Han cases of cannibalism 
from traditional Chinese fiction: numerous descriptions of mass 
slaughter and cannibalism that exemplify the taking of revenge 
and the eye-for-an-eye morality are evident in the Chinese 
classical works Romance of the Three Kingdoms and Outlaws of 
the Marsh (146). The reader of Lu Xun cannot help but be 
reminded of an actual case of twentieth-century cannibalism 
alluded to in “Diary of a Madman,” that of Xu Xilin who 
assassinated En Ming, a high Qing official, in 1907. When Xu 
was captured, En Ming’s personal bodyguards dug out his heart 
and liver and ate them.
In closing one ought to note that Zheng Yi was one of the 
leaders of the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests before fleeing 
China to eventually settle in the United States with his wife, Bei 
Ming.
William A. Lyell
